56	EDUCA TION AND THE ClVILIZA TION-BUILD1NG PROCESS
seems to have been the stimulation received from the Sumerian protoliterate civiliza-
tion of Mesopotamia28 in the form of art motifs, architectural use of bricks, cylinder
seals, potter's wheel, metallurgy, and above all, the idea of written language. The
theory is that whereas the Egyptians did not borrow the cuneiform characters of
Sumerian script, they did borrow the idea that written symbols could convey spoken
words. The theory is further supported by the fact that Sumerian influence seemed to
be localized in Upper Egypt rather than in the Delta. This meant that the contact with
Sumeria was probably by sea via the Gulf of Persia and the Red Sea and then overland
across the Wadi Hammamat to Koptos on the Nile, just below ancient Karnak and
Thebes. (See Figure 2.1.)
We do not know, of course, who did the travelling to make the contacts with
Sumeria. The fact that the influence seemed to be all one way-from Sumeria to
Egypt—would seem to indicate that it was the Sumerians or some intermediary peoples
who did the travelling. Wilson argues that the influence was effected not by conquest,
nor by colonization or immigration, nor by commerce alone, but somehow the
influence was exerted through "cultural conquest without physical conquest/1 Since
no one knows for sure, the presumption could be that the traveller most likely to pass
on the idea of writing without conquest or commerce as prime motives might indeed
be a scribe or teacher, or at least a literate person; and if he was not fully literate, at
least he had to be familiar enough with writing to convey the idea that written signs
could convey the meaning of words. Whoever it was, the point is that the stimulus
quickly energized Egyptians to produce a literate class of scribes who could create
their own system of writing and thus catapulted Egypt into civilization. At the very
least, the intellectual and educational achievement symbolized by Sumerian writing
apparently had a formative influence in producing a similar civilizational achievement
in Egypt.
It is even more interesting to note that within a very short time~and contem-
poraneous with the appearance of writing-Egypt was unified into a single political
entity around 3100 B.C. by a dynasty from the south, traditionally attributed to
Menes. It is, of course, wildly speculative, but it is nevertheless fascinating to contem-
plate that the contact with Sumeria had helped the rulers from the south to develop
new techniques of social organization that enabled them to unify Egypt from within.
If so, it would not be the last time that one element in a society gained strength over
its rivals by virtue of its contact with the educational and intellectual achievements of
outsiders. This process was to be repeated over and over in centuries to come-in
Europe, in Asia, in Africa, and in America. Education proved early in man's career to
be a powerful political instrument.
While much of the foregoing is speculative, none of it is impossible. What is
closer to verification, however, is the fact that Egyptian education in the early phases
of its formative period seemed to be much more explicitly shaped by political
purposes than was the case in the temple communities of Surner. This leads us to a
brief comparison between the formative periods of Mesopotamian and Egyptian
civilizations. What took a thousand years in Mesopotamia took five hundred years in
28 Ibid., pp. 36-42.

